
HISTORICAL ORI GIN OF THE SITE 

In 175 8 when Halifax County was formed from Edgecombe County the Roanoke Ra pi ds area 
was a region of subs i sten ce farming o cc up ied by British settlers fr o m Virginia . Later 
cotton became the cash crop. There were few roads in this region and the Roanoke River 
was used for transportation, po r ta ge being ne cessary around the rapids. In order to over 
come this d i fficulty beginning i n 1 8 12 the Roanoke Navigation Company was empowered by the 
State Legislature to im prov e the river, control nav iga tion, build canals and collect tolls . 
Within a few years the commerce which had used this c o mp any ' s facilities was taken o ver b y 
the new railroads wh ic h connected Gast on, Weld on, and No rfolk, thus do ing away with the 
need for canals. 

However, attent i on had been f o cuse d on the rap i ds and the property and pr ivileges of 
the decayed Navigation Company were acquired by a com pan y int er ested in the poss ible de­
velopment of water power f or in dustr y . The first enterpr i se to take ad vantage of the power 
canal at the Great Falls was the Un i ted I ndustr ial Comp any . In o rder to obta in a position 
favorable to the use o f hy dro-e lect r i c power, this compan y built its p lant on the bank of 
the river between the canal and the river. For its em plo yee s the United Industrial Company 
bu i lt a village of about 30 homes . The s ite choosen for the settlement was about half a 
mi le from the river and about fifty feet above the river and its fl ood pla in terrace away 
from possible floodin g and malaria common on the easily flo oded land . This is the area 
which is presently between First and Third Stre ets. 

This was soon followed by the Roanoke Mills Com p any, producin g cotton t extiles. Fol ­
lowin g the same pattern, the Roanoke Mi lls Compan y erected about J O to 75 homes for their 
employees west of the present Roanok e Avenu e between First an d Four t h Streets . Between 
these two villages, t h ere develop e d the first evidence o f a bus i n es s district when several 
businesses opened in the first block of Roanoke Avenue . 

These two v i llages, known to old residents as " old town" and "new town" were designed 
by the arch i tect-contractor, S tan f ord Whi te, and were i ncorporated as one town, Roanoke 
Rap i ds i n 1 897. This name was ad opt ed i nst ead of Great Falls because it seemed to describe 
the site of the town more appropriately. 

The main ra i lroad line of the Ga ston and Rale i gh Railway was on higher ground about a 
mi le west of Roanoke Rapids. In 1900 the Rosemar y Manufacturing Company was incorporated 
and along with the Patterson Mill Compan y formed a second urban nucleus consisting of tex ­
t i le plants, mill housin g and a number of retail establishments . This village was named 
Rosemar y and grew as a separate town fr o m Roanoke Rapids until 1931 when the two develop­
me nts were i n c orporated int o on e munici pal author ity . During recent years Roan ok e Rapids 
h as grown i nto one large residential area, but has maintained two separate business dis ­
tricts. 
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